HOW  THE  WARS   OF  RELIGION  RUINED  FRANCE

of Lorraine replied. After several days, it was decided to appoint a com-
mittee to find a compromise. None was found and the whole business
went no further.

But Catherine did not forsake the idea of a possible reconciliation be-
tween the two forms of the Christian faith. With courageous persistence
she retained Theodore de Beze and Coligny at court and did everything
she could to assure the Huguenots relative toleration without at the same
time over-exciting the Catholics. Her 1562 edict allowed Reformed per-
sons to hold their meetings on the outskirts of towns and prohibited both
parties from carrying arms. Yet 'matters of principle cannot be resolved
by mediators themselves without principle*. How compromise over
eternal salvation? How agree that that which is truth on the outskirts can
be untruth in the centre of a town? Moreover, the matter was not merely
national in scope. If Catherine by some miracle had brought together
Guise and Coligny, Rome and jGeneva would still have been at logger-
heads. The Catholic and Protestant masses regarded all tolerance as
sinful; in Paris, the Catholic crowds set fire to the dwellings of Protestants;
in the south, the fury of the Huguenots was wreaked on Catholic churches.
The Catholic nobility, incensed, sought ways and means to get rid of
Catherine; she, taking fright, turned towards Coligny and asked him
what forces the Huguenots had at their disposal for the defence of the
monarchy. -It amounted to an appeal for civil war. At heart both parties
wanted this war; some saw in it an opportunity to satisfy their hatreds,
others an excuse for pillage. Everyone was polishing up his weapons.
In March 1562 die Duke of Guise, who happened to be passing with his
men-at-arms through the town of Vassy, came upon a Huguenot
prayer meeting. In the battle which soon was raging, twenty-three of
the faithful were slain and a hundred and thirty wounded. This episode,
which the Catholics called an 'incident' and the Huguenots 'the massacre
of Vassy', was the spark that started the fire: Conde summoned the
Huguenots to battle and Guise marched upon Paris, which received him
with the cry, 'Long live Guise!' since men no longer troubled to cry,
'Long live the King!' At the Saint-Denis Gate, the Provost of the
merchants greeted Guise, calling him 'defender of the faith'. The policy
of appeasement had come to naught.

So there remained civil war. It began with strong foreign support for
both sides: Philip II of Spain spurred on and helped the Catholics,
Elizabeth of England encouraged the Huguenots. For a long time the
best men on both sides hesitated to call upon foreign troops; then passions
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